INTRODUCTION

Epilepsy Centres in Europe
Communication and co-operation between Epilepsy Centres is necessary and beneficial for the future development of the Centres. Special Institutions for people with epilepsy have a specific task and cannot easily be compared with general hospitals. Therefore, contacts between Epilepsy Centres are needed.
This basic idea led to the first of a series of meetings when the Swiss Epilepsy Centre invited the Managing Directors as well as the Medical Directors of some Epilepsy Centres to Zürich in 1988. At the first meeting, representatives of the Epilepsy Centres in Bethel, Kork, Heemstede, Heeze, and Zürich were present. The participants got an insight into the Swiss Epilepsy Centre as well as into the Department of EEG and Epileptology at the University Hospital in Zürich. Among other topics, the directors discussed the role of an Epilepsy Centre within the system of epilepsy care. It proved to be the main topic not only at the meeting in Zürich but also at the future reunions. In the course of the following meetings the working group also discussed a variety of other topics such as organisational aspects, marketing, co-operation with university hospitals, quality assurance, medical care, rehabilitation and psycho-social support for short-stay and long-stay patients, economic aspects, fund-raising, public relations and many more.
Since 1988, annual or biannual meetings have taken place with the participation of the Directors of Epilepsy Centres in Germany, The Netherlands, Switzerland, France, England, Denmark, and Norway. At the occasion of the 10th meeting in January 2001 at Heemstede in Holland, the participating Centres founded the 'European Association of Epilepsy Centres'.
The purpose of this Association is the exchange of experiences among the Epilepsy Centres concerning:
• the role and structure of an Epilepsy Centre;
• the function of an Epilepsy Centre within the health community and the system of epilepsy care;
• defining standards of providing epilepsy care;
• the organisation of an Epilepsy Centre.
Another purpose of this Association is to advance mutual contacts between the Directors as well as between the employees of the Epilepsy Centres in Europe.
The founding members were: The meetings always took place in one of the Centres belonging to the Association. This concept is less costly and at the same time offers the advantage for members to get to know all the similar Epilepsy Centres in Europe over the years. All participating Centres were founded about a hundred years ago, most of them by Christian Associations. Over the decades, the roles and the services of the specialised Epilepsy Centres have changed considerably. However, inspite of all these changes, all the Centres participating in the Association still show some significant similarities. The Centres offer ambulatory as well as inpatient care. Most of them provide an assessment unit (short stay, hospital) as well as some hundred beds for residents with refractory epilepsy (long stay, residential care). The Centres consider themselves as 'Centres of Competence', offering comprehensive care which includes the interdisciplinary teamwork of various disciplines required for the treatment and care of people with epilepsy, especially of those among them who develop refractory epilepsy having a significant impact on their lives.
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The existence of large institutions offering some hundred beds for hospital and residential care entirely dedicated to the treatment and care for people with epilepsy is typical for some European countries. However, not all European countries provide epilepsy services within the framework of a specialised institution. Usually, inpatient care is provided by neurological departments at general hospitals. In many countries, people with permanent problems related to epilepsy stay in homes for people with mental or physical handicaps.
In the USA, Epilepsy Centres like the ones belonging to the Association do not exist any more. It is interesting that, in the USA, the existence of around a dozen special institutions for people with epilepsy was reported in the period before 1900. W. P. Letchworth wrote a book on 'Care and Treatment of Epileptics' (G. P. Putnam's Sons, New York and London, 1900), describing the treatment and care available for people with epilepsy in various North American states as well as in a few European countries. Special attention was given to the Ohio Hospital for epileptics, the Craig Colony in New York, as well as to the Massachusetts Hospital for epileptics. It seems that these specialised institutions have changed their focus from epilepsy to a broader range of functions (special education, homes for people with physical or mental handicaps, etc.) or have stopped functioning altogether.
Today, the existence of specialised Centres in various European countries and the nonexistence of such Centres in other western countries leads to the question of the necessity and the purpose of an Epilepsy Centre within the framework of epilepsy care. It is the ongoing task of the Management of an Epilepsy Centre to define and pursue its specific function within the system of epilepsy care in each country.
So far, an overview on Epilepsy Centres in Europe has been lacking, apart from a few reports written by interested individuals who have had the chance to visit a foreign Epilepsy Centre. This publication is the first attempt to collect descriptions of nine Epilepsy Centres, written by representatives of each Centre. The publication is intended to give an overview on the Centres that are members of the European Association of Epilepsy Centres. There are other Institutions partly or fully dedicated to epilepsy which are not members of the European Association of Epilepsy Centres. These were not considered for inclusion in this publication.
The term 'Epilepsy Centre' is not clearly defined and encompasses institutions of all different kinds, varying in size, history, and services provided. For practical reasons, it was not envisaged to include all institutions dedicated to the treatment and care for people with epilepsy.
To allow a comparison, the following chapters on nine different Epilepsy Centres were written according to a common structure. I would like to thank all my colleagues who have contributed to this publication. A special acknowledgement is extended to Graham Faulkner, of the National Society for Epilepsy in England, for proof-reading, and to my secretaries Monika Graf and Gabriella Kräuchi for their indispensable administrative support. Last but not least, this publication has been encouraged by the continuous and effective co-operation with Günter Krämer, medical director of the Swiss Epilepsy Centre.
Fourteen years after the first meeting in Zürich, this publication pursues the same goal as the Association itself; to get an overview on Epilepsy Centres in Europe in order to help to define the role of an Epilepsy Centre within the framework of the national health care system and to improve the collaboration between those Centres.
